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. . . . . .. . . . 

Introduction 
 

I’m pleased to present the newly revised and expanded edition of Howard County’s 
property maintenance manual, “Keeping Our Neighborhoods Beautiful.”  We’ve made 
this guide user-friendly and included topics and information we believe are important to 
homeowners, renters and community associations, alike. 
 
Since the time this manual was originally published in 1997, Howard County has 
continued to grow and prosper.  Today, about 263,500 residents live in 96,600 homes, 
ranging from luxurious mansions to modest, government-subsidized apartments.  With its 
rolling hills, diverse neighborhoods and cultures, excellent schools, and prime location, 
Howard County is a highly desirable place to live – and we want to keep it that way! 
 
Whether you live in a newer development or one of our older communities, the 
appearance, condition and vitality of the area you live in, directly affects your quality of 
life.  That’s just one of the reasons we place such a priority on the revitalization of our 
older communities.  Beginning with the efforts of former Councilwoman Mary Lorsung 
in Columbia, to our most recent initiatives along the Route One Corridor, we’re giving 
extra attention to our aging neighborhoods to keep them looking good and working well.      
 
This handbook will help you support our efforts and answers some of the most commonly 
asked questions about property maintenance.  It will also provide you with a list of up-to-
date phone numbers to call when you need help, information on the services we offer and 
web sites where you can search for additional resources and advice.   
 
We consider this handbook to be a living document -- a “work-in-progress.”  We’d like to 
hear your thoughts and comments on its contents.  Are there questions we haven’t 
addressed?  How can we make the handbook a more useful tool?  If you have ideas you’d 
like to share, fill out the form in the back of the book and send them to us.  We’ll try to 
incorporate them in our next revision. 
 
I’m glad you decided to make Howard County your home.  With your help, we’ll “Keep 
our Neighborhoods Beautiful” and make it an even better place to live! 
 
 
 
Jim Robey 
Howard County Executive 
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. . . . . .. . . . 

Quick Reference  
Frequently Asked Questions 

 
Q. Who is responsible for the sidewalk and the grass between the street and the 

sidewalk in front of my house? 
 A. You are.  County code 18.402 states that the property owner whose property abuts 
the sidewalk is responsible for keeping the sidewalk passable for pedestrians and for 
cutting the grass between the sidewalk and the street curb, also called the right-of-way. 
Snow must be shoveled within 48 hours after it falls.  

 
Q. My sidewalks are cracked.  Will the county replace them? 

A.  The county is only responsible for replacing or repairing sidewalks damaged by the 
roots of trees planted in the county right-of-way or by county water or sewer 
construction projects. The homeowner is responsible for repairing the sidewalk in all 
other instances. Call the Bureau of Highways at 410-313-7450. 

 
Q.  My neighbor’s grass is knee high.  What can I do? 

A. County code 17.106 prohibits grass over 12 inches in height.  First, approach your 
neighbor politely and calmly to see if the problem can be easily resolved.  If not, call 
your community or homeowners association. 

 
Q. Who takes care of the grounds in the cul-de-sac “islands”? 

A. The property owners who live on the cul-de-sac are responsible for mowing grass 
and the general upkeep of the cul-de-sac grounds.  Many cul-de-sacs also have trees 
planted on the island.  These trees are the property of Howard County. If you and your 
neighbors believe that the trees need pruning, please call the Bureau of Highways at 
410-313-7450. 

 
Q.  I thought that pets were supposed to be leashed and their “messes” cleaned up 

by the pet owners.   
A.  You’re right.  Howard County Code requires that pet dogs and cats be leashed.  Pet 
owners should be using the “pooper scooper” when their pets defecate.  If you see pets 
that are apparently not being properly managed, call Animal Control at 410-313-
2780. 
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Q.  Who owns the trees planted in the right-of-way? 
A.  Howard County does. The Bureau of Highways at 410-313-7450 has a regular 
maintenance schedule for pruning and caring for the trees along the streets of the 
county.   

 
Q.  Are high mulch piles around trees a good idea? 

A.  No.  When you mulch around the base of a tree, use only about 2 or 3 inches of 
mulch so that oxygen can reach the shallow roots.  In addition, make sure that the 
mulch does not actually touch the bark of the tree trunk.  Mulch that is placed in 
contact with the trunk can trap moisture, causing damage to the tree.    

 
Q. Can I plant on county-owned Open Space? 

A.  Yes, naturalized plantings of native species are generally allowed with written 
approval. However, these areas are not to be used for gardening, formal landscaping, 
backyard extensions, or composting. Contact the Department of Recreation and 
Parks, Natural Resource Division at 410-313-4700.   

 
Q.  Is it necessary to treat tree wounds after pruning? 

A.  If you make the pruning cut clean and near the tree trunk, you do not need to coat 
the wound. Trees produce enzymes that help heal the tree.  Additional wound coverings 
are not needed. 

 
Q.  I’d like to start composting my yard waste.  How do I get started? 

A.  The following are excellent sources of information on composting: 

• Home and Garden Center, University of Maryland, 
Cooperative Extension Services at 1-800-342-2507. 

• Howard County Master Gardeners at 410-313-2707 
• Department of Public Works Recycling Hotline at 410-313-

SORT or http://www.co.ho.md.us/DPW/recycling_yard.htm 
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Q.  If I am replacing, but not changing, the color or material of exterior parts of my 
house—for example, gutters, downspouts, or siding—do I need to get approval 
from my homeowners association? 
A.  Probably not.  However, each association has its own rules and policies.  Be on the 
safe side and call your homeowners association before you sign a contract or begin 
making exterior improvements. 

 

Q.  Home maintenance and improvement can be very expensive so I want to make 
sure that I select a competent and honest contractor.  Any suggestions? 
A.  Be sure to read Part Three of “Keeping Our Neighborhoods Beautiful.”  It is filled 
with good information and tips on how to select not only contractors but also other 
professionals who can give you the help you need. 

 

Q.  When is the best time to paint my house? 
A.  The weather should be clear and dry, and the outside temperature at least 50 
degrees. 

 

Q.  What can I do to prevent pipeline freeze in the winter? 
A.  First, it is important to shut off the valve to your outside water source.  This shut-
off valve is usually located inside the house on the wall directly behind the outside 
water faucet.  Next, insulate the pipes that are nearest the outside walls of your house.  
In extreme cold, you may want to leave a water faucet dripping slightly to ensure water 
flow throughout your system. 

 

Q.  How do I get rid of old furniture and appliances?  Can I put them out on the 
streets for the garbage collectors to pick up? 
A.  No, garbage collectors will not take bulk items.  They must be taken to the landfill.  
You can obtain a list of haulers from the Howard County Department of Public 
Works at 410-313-6444 or check the yellow pages under “hauling.”  You might also 
consider donating your items to a charity or organizing a community cleanup day (see 
page 17).   

Building materials can be donated to The Loading Dock (410-728-3625), located at 
the Alpha Ridge Landfill every Wednesday from 8am to 4pm and the first Saturday of 
the month from 9am to 1pm.  

 
Q.  What day is my trash collected?  Why is the road closed?  What day is my 

recycling day? 
A.  All of these questions, as well as many others on roads, recycling, sewers, water, 
trees, and sidewalks can be answered by Public Works Customer Service at 410-313-
4400 or e-mail publicworks@co.ho.md.us.  Or visit the County website at 
http://www.co.ho.md.us, and under “Departments,” click on “Public Works.” 
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Q.  The behavior and property management practices of some neighbors leave a lot 
to be desired.  The whole neighborhood is beginning to suffer.  What can we do? 
A.  Talk to the officers of your homeowners association and work out a plan of action.  
Resources available to help you include the Howard County Police Department and the 
State’s Attorney’s Office Community Justice Coordinator at 410-313-2108.  The 
Mediation and Conflict Resolution Center at Howard Community College will 
also work with Townhouse/Community Associations to resolve disputes.  The Center 
has a Web site at http://www.howardcc.edu/mcrc, and the director can be reached at 
410-772-4620 or by e-mail at mcrc@howardcc.edu.   
In addition, Campbell Delong Resources, Inc., has developed a Landlord Training 
Program with assistance from the Bureau of Justice Assistance of the Department of 
Justice.  The manual, subtitled “Keeping Illegal Activity out of Rental Property,” can 
be found at http://www.cdri.com.   

Additional information relating to community safety is available from The Enterprise 
Foundation at http://www.enterprisefoundation.org. 

 
Q:  There is a maintenance problem in the apartment I rent.  What should I do? 

A.  First, call the owners. If they are unresponsive, write them and describe the 
problem.  If there is no response, call or write:  

Housing Code Administrator 
Department of Inspections, Licenses and Permits 
Inspections and Enforcement Division  
9250 Bendix Road 
Columbia, Maryland 21045 
410-313-1830 
 

Q:  A nearby house is owner occupied and in extremely poor condition that may 
endanger the safety of the occupants.  Can anything be done? 
A. Call the Property Maintenance Ombudsman at 410-313-5767 to investigate and 

determine if County laws apply to this situation.  Many problems have been 
resolved through the intervention of the Ombudsman. 

 

 
Q. My neighbors play loud music late into the night.  What can I do? 

A.  The first step is to talk to your neighbors calmly and politely.  If that doesn’t solve 
the problem, contact the police at 410-313-2200.  County ordinance forbids loud noise 
between 11pm and 7am in residential areas. Violators can be cited. In addition, the 
police can speak to your neighbors at any time of day as a courtesy.  For further 
information on acceptable noise ranges at various times of day, visit 
http://.livepublish.municode.com.   
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Frequently Used Numbers  
 
BGE Customer Services ................................................410-685-0123 
 
Cooperative Extension Services................................1-800-342-2507 
 
County Council Office ....................................................410-313-2001 
 
Finance, Bureau of 
      Tax Payer Division ....................................................410-717-4433 
       Personal and Real Estate Taxes ............................410-313-2062 
 
Housing and Community Development.......................410-313-6318 
 
Inspections, Licenses and Permits 
        Inspections and Enforcement ...............................410-313-1830 
        Permits and Licenses.............................................410-313-2455 
 
Public Works, Bureau of Highways 
        Trees in the Right of Way.......................................410-313-7450 
        Sidewalk Replacement...........................................410-313-7252 
        Street Sign Repair...................................................410-313-7450 
 
Public Works, Bureau of Utilities 
        Sewers and Water ...................................................410-313-4400 
 
Recreation and Parks 
        Natural Resource Division.....................................410-313-4700 
 
Recycling Hotline ............................................................410-313-7678 
 
Snow Emergency Info Line............................................410-313-2900
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. . . . . .. . . .  

Part One:  Working Together 
 

Your Responsibilities as a Homeowner 
 

 

Basically, the responsibility for maintaining your property, and in 
large measure your community, falls squarely on the shoulders of one 
person—you.  Simple, regular maintenance is the key to a safe, 
attractive home. This section summarizes basic maintenance tasks for 
homeowners. Your homeowners or condominium association may 
also have specific requirements. 

 

Exterior maintenance of your house 
One of the main goals of exterior maintenance is to keep water and extreme weather 
conditions outside where they belong.  A fresh coat of paint and well-maintained 
gutters, windows, and roofing not only improve the appearance of your home, they 
also protect it from deterioration and damage.  Following is a list of items to do at least 
yearly. 

Siding and shutters 

 Check wood siding for loose or peeling paint. 

 Repaint when needed, usually every 3 to 8 years. 

 Check for wasps’ nests and carpenter ants. 

 Renail loose shingles. 

 Clean vinyl or aluminum with mild detergent and water. 

 Inspect brick mortar; repair if damaged. 

Gutters and downspouts 

 Clean regularly—at least twice yearly, more often under trees. 

 Check seams and repair any leaks. 

 Renail loose gutters. 
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Water drainage 

 Make sure that the ground around the foundation slopes away from the house. 

 Make sure that water from downspouts is diverted away from the house. 

 Plant grass and ground covers to help prevent washout of soil. 

 
Roof 

 Repair loose, damaged, or missing shingles. 

 Check to see that flashing is tight.  Seal with caulking compound if necessary. 

 

Windows and doors 

 Wash windows and check glazing. 

 Repaint when needed. 

 Check condition of weather stripping. 

Decks 

 Check for and repair rotted or damaged boards and loose or missing nails. 

 Clean and seal at least every other year. 

Lights 

 Replace bulbs when they burn out. 

 Clean fixtures. 

 

Sidewalks and driveways 
Maintenance and replacement 

 Check and repair damage to driveways, private walkways, and public 
sidewalks on or adjacent to your property.  

 Seal asphalt driveways every year or two. 

 

Snow removal 

 Remove snow within 48 hours after it has fallen on public sidewalks and 
driveway aprons. 

 The Bureau of Highways recommends shoveling to the right as you face the 
street.  This will minimize the amount of snow that is plowed onto your 
driveway apron by the plow trucks. 

 Never use fertilizer to melt ice and snow.  The nitrogen and phosphorus can 
harm your local streams, groundwater, and the Chesapeake Bay. 
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Have a tough 
landscaping 
problem?   
Howard County 
Master Gardeners 
can provide on-
site help.  Contact 
them at 410-313-
2707. 

Landscaping 
Simply keeping the lawn mowed and the bushes trimmed goes a long way toward 
making your property neat and attractive.  A small investment in some bright spots of 
annual color and a few carefully placed plantings can make a yard truly spectacular. 

Trees and bushes 

 Cut dead or damaged limbs flush with the trunk of the tree.   

 Trim branches that are rubbing against the house 

 Keep bushes and shrubs neatly trimmed. 

 Make sure that plantings don’t obstruct public 
sidewalks or drivers’ line of vision. 

 Do not plant trees near the water and sewer lines 
that run from the main line to the house.  Tree 
roots can get into the lines and cause sewer back-
ups.  

 Do not remove trees planted in the county right-
of-way.  They are most likely the responsibility of 
the Bureau of Highways and may not be 
removed without county permission. If you are 
not unsure, call 410-313-7450. 

 Do not remove trees located on county parkland and open space.  They are 
the responsibility of the Bureau of Parks.  Call the Department of Recreation 
and Parks, Natural Resource Division at 410-313-4700.  The Department will 
evaluate and/or remove, dead, fallen and hazardous trees. 

 Check with your homeowners association before removing trees. 
 

Lawns 

 Mow and weed regularly during the growing season. Grass over 12 inches in 
height violates county code.  

 Do not remove more than one-third of the growth at a time. 

 Water deeply rather than frequently. During a drought, a deep, penetrating 
watering every 8 to 10 days is preferable to frequent, lighter watering. 

 Maintain grass at about 3 inches to reduce weeds and increase the health of 
the lawn. 

 Leave grass clippings on the lawn.  This is both environmentally sound and 
beneficial to the grass.   

 The County recommends improved tall fescue grasses in this area. 

 For more information call the Department of Recreation and Parks at 410-
313-4700. 
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Other yard work 

 Mulch plantings to control weeds and retain moisture. 

 Rake and compost leaves. 

 Recycle yard waste.  A detailed brochure is available from the Department of 
Public Works, Customer Service at 410-313-4400 

 Clean up fallen branches and other plant debris. 

 Store toys and garden equipment neatly and out of view. 

 Store garbage and recyclables neatly in cans or containers. 

 

Miscellaneous maintenance issues 
 Make sure your home is properly insured.  If your home is connected to the 

County’s sewer system, consider buying a “sewer back-up endorsement” for 
your homeowner’s insurance policy.  Some areas may require flood 
insurance. 

 Install fire alarms and change the batteries when you change your clocks. 

 Install carbon monoxide detectors (if you have any gas appliances, including 
hot water heater and furnace) and change the batteries when you change your 
clocks.  

 Keep sheds, fences, and outbuildings in good repair. 

 Never pour grease down your drain.  When it hits the cooler water in the 
water main, it can congeal and cause a sewer backup in your, or your 
neighbor’s, home. 
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. . . . . .. . . .  
 

Financial Help for Homeowners 
 

 

Maintaining a home can be an expensive proposition.  These 
programs provide low-cost loans to help homeowners finance needed 
maintenance and improvements. 

 

I know my property needs work, but I can’t afford to do it.  Are there any 
loan programs to help me? 

Yes, there are programs that can help if you meet their eligibility requirements.  The 
following special loan programs are available to help homeowners with limited income 
maintain and improve their property.  

 

The Revolving Loan Fund Program:  The Columbia Association administers this 
program.  It is designed to fund improvements that will correct and/or prevent 
covenant violations or to fund replacements that will reduce the need for 
continuous exterior maintenance. 

• Eligibility: Applicant must own and reside on property subject to 
the Columbia Association Assessment and total household 
income may not exceed the Howard County HUD Median Family 
Income Guideline.  

• Maximum loan: $3,000 
• Maximum term: 60 months 
• Interest rate: 50% of prime rate 
• For more information contact: 

 
Revolving Loan Fund Program 
Division of Community Services 
Columbia Association 
10221 Wincopin Circle 
Columbia, MD   21044 
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Maryland Special Loan Programs: The State of Maryland administers the following 
four Special Loan Programs.  

1.  Accessory, Shared and Sheltered Housing Program (ACCESS) Loans 
finance additions, modification or improvements designed to create accessory 
dwelling units for low-income, elderly, handicapped or disabled persons in 
owner-occupied single family homes. 

2.  The Maryland Housing Rehabilitation Program—
Single Family (MHRP SF) provides loans to bring 
owner-occupied single family and one-to-four unit 
rentals up to applicable building codes and standard.  
Eligible improvements include those that would correct 
health and safety violations, improve weatherization and 
energy conservation, and correct lead-based paint 
violations. 

3.  The Indoor Plumbing Program (IPP) provides loans to 
install indoor plumbing in single family, owner-occupied 
homes and rental properties with 1-100 units that do not 
have indoor plumbing. 

4.  The Residential Lead Paint Abatement Program 
(RELAP) aims to reduce instances of lead poisoning of 
children by financing abatement of lead paint in single 
family, owner-occupied homes and rental properties 
with 1-100 units that will be occupied by income-
eligible families and/or facilities providing services to 
children. 

 
The following criteria apply, in general, to all four Maryland 
programs.  Contact the number listed below for more specific 
information and eligibility requirements for any of the programs.   

• Interest rates: range from less than 4.5% up to 7%, depending on 
household income 

• Maximum loan: 95% of the value of the property 
• Maximum term: 30 years 
• Eligibility: In general, the family household income cannot 

exceed 80% of the statewide or Washington, D.C. Maryland State 
Adjusted Median Income. 

• For more information on any of the four programs, contact: 
Special Loan Programs 
Community Development Administration 
Maryland Department of Housing and Community Development 
100 Community Place 
Crownsville, MD 21032-2023 
410-514-7565 
Toll Free in Maryland only—1-800-492-7127 

Rebuilding 
Together with 
Christmas in 
April* Howard 
County is a 
volunteer 
organization that 
provides home 
repair help to low-
income people, 
particularly the 
elderly and 
disabled. Contact 
them at  410-381-
3388 or at  
P.O. Box 1413 
Columbia, MD 
21044 or at 
www.howardcount
y.rebuildingtogeth
er.org.  
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. . . . . .. . . .  
The Role of Community Associations  

           

 

Did you ever wonder why some neighborhoods are just more friendly 
and livable than others?  A good homeowners or community 
association can make that difference. Besides enforcing covenants 
and maintaining the common areas, an active, well-organized 
homeowners or community association can have a tremendous 
impact on the community— keeping members informed, providing 
opportunities for involvement, and representing members. 

 
What is the difference between a homeowners association and a 
condominium association? 

The difference is in ownership and need.  In a homeowners association, the members 
own the entire structure and the land on which their home is located.  This type of 
association is usually created by the developer at the time the subdivision is done.  In 
this case all of the homes built in that subdivision must conform to the guidelines of the 
association.  Less frequently, a homeowners association may be created voluntarily by 
the homeowners themselves subsequent to the subdivision.  The power and level of 
activity of a homeowners association is the choice of the developer or the homeowners.   
There have been homeowners associations created in Howard County in which no dues 
were ever collected, no meetings ever held, and no contracts ever let, and everyone is 
happy.  This cannot happen in a condominium association.  

 
In a condominium association, the members own only of those areas over which they 
have total control, that is, the interior walls and spaces of their own unit.  Exterior 
walls, roofs, foundations, common plumbing lines, walkways, and the land itself are all 
owned in common by the condominium association.  Thus a condominium owner may 
paint their interior wall whatever color they wish, but they cannot patch the roof over 
their unit if a leak occurs.  That must be done by the condominium association with 
condominium association money.  Thus a condominium association is necessary rather 
than voluntary, because it has ownership and control rights that cannot be administered 
by anyone else. 

 
There is a similarity between the two types of associations.  As a member, you have 
two options if the association is doing something that you do not like or not doing 
something you want them to do. The first is to vote into office the people you think 
will make you happy.  The second is to sue the association.  However, in doing that 
you are also suing yourself, because you are a member of the association.  Suing 
should only be an option if the issue at hand is important to the survival of your unit. 
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What do homeowners and condominium associations do? 
In general, they are responsible for  

• managing and maintaining the common areas owned by the 
association  

• enforcing any covenants which apply to the properties in the 
association 

• collecting dues (also called assessments, fees, or contributions) to 
support the work of the association.   

 
In addition, homeowners and condominium associations have certain powers that are 
defined by the articles of incorporation of the association, the "declaration" (a legal 
document recorded among the land records of Howard County), the association's own 
by-laws, and the Maryland Homeowners Association Act. 

 
Who runs the associations? 

While some associations are large enough to support a paid staff or a management 
company, many associations are staffed and run by volunteers.  Most association 
officers and staff are familiar with the area, knowledgeable about covenants and 
property maintenance guidelines, and happy to help you find answers to questions that 
you might have 

 
Do I belong to a homeowners or condominium association? 

If your development contains land that is held in common (for example, a play area for 
children or a residential common area) or if you are paying dues in addition to your 
regular property taxes, then you belong to a homeowners or condominium association.  
Information about the association should have been given to you at the time of 
settlement. 

 
Are there other types of community associations? 

Yes.  In addition to its homeowners and condominium associations, Howard County is 
home to scores of townhouse, apartment, and neighborhood associations.  Appendix A 
contains a list of the larger, umbrella groups.  Although all the associations share the 
common goal of preserving the quality of life in the community, each group has its 
own covenants, guidelines, by-laws, and organization. 

 
I’m thinking of buying a home in Columbia.  How can I make sure the 
property doesn’t have any covenant violations? 

Ask the seller for a Columbia Resident’s Letter of Compliance.  This is not a State of 
Maryland requirement, but it is highly recommended for persons selling and/or 
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purchasing property in Columbia.  The letter specifies whether or not a property has 
any village covenant violations.  

The covenants are attached to the deed of the property and run with the land.  If 
covenant violations exist on a property when it is sold, the new owner becomes 
responsible for bringing the property into compliance with all applicable covenants. 
Each village has its own set of covenants.  Exterior alterations on a property (building 
and land) must comply with the guidelines for the village, and require approval of the 
Village Architectural Committee.   

A property owner wishing to sell their property should request a Letter of Compliance 
from the Village Covenant Advisor as soon as the property is listed for sale. A 
homebuyer must request this letter from the property owner at the time of contract 
negotiations.  It is in the best interest of the buyer to request a letter of compliance prior 
to settlement on the property.  Information regarding the covenants is available at each 
Village Community Association. 

For further information related to the Columbia Villages, visit the web site at 
www.columbiavillagecenters.com or contact specific villages from the list in Appendix 
A. 

 

What makes a homeowners or community association successful? 
Although each association is unique, successful ones tend to have certain 
characteristics in common. Using some or all of the following techniques in your 
community association will encourage interaction among neighbors and build a sense 
of community. 

Outreach: Research indicates that an association that includes as many members 
as possible in its projects, programs and decisions is likely to be most 
effective. Some good methods of outreach include block parties and welcome 
parties for new members. 

Publishing a simple but regular newsletter.  This is one of the best methods of 
outreach. A newsletter does not have to be expensive to be effective, but it 
should be interesting and easy to read. The newsletter might include profiles 
of the association’s officers and info on new residents.  It could update 
members about the status of on-going projects and notify them about 
meetings.  It could even include tips for dealing with maintenance problems. 

Scheduling Regular Inspections: Maintenance problems that are addressed 
early are most easily corrected. Regular “walk throughs” or property 
inspections with clear guidelines for standard enforcement are key to 
effective enforcement. They encourage community members to handle minor 
maintenance chores before they become serious concerns.  

The importance of these inspections cannot be overemphasized.  Although 
you may initially worry that such inspections might be bothersome or create 
contention among neighbors, many associations have found that such 



 The Role of Community Associations   
 
 

 17 
 

inspections, instituted in a non-threatening, fair, and consistent manner, have 
had a very positive impact on efforts to maintain property values. 

Enforcing Covenants and Property Maintenance Standards: Residents need 
to be aware of the guidelines and understand that the association is serious 
about enforcing them.  Even in the most well-maintained neighborhoods, 
some people may not adhere to the guidelines.  If the homeowners are sick, 
elderly, or otherwise unable to maintain their property, perhaps the 
association can help (see Emphasizing Neighbor-to-Neighbor Help below 
and loan information on page 13).  However, there are times when legal 
proceedings against a member may be necessary.  In that case, your 
association should network with other associations and hire competent legal 
counsel. Experience indicates, however, that legal sanctions are seldom 
necessary if the association communicates well, involves as many members 
as possible in the activities of the association, and performs regular 
inspections. 

Emphasizing Neighbor-to-Neighbor Help:  Being alert to the needs of your 
neighbors can help solve problems before they become severe.  For example, 
it is difficult for a sick person to keep up with regular maintenance.  A 
concerned and helpful association can reach out and help, either by doing the 
work for the neighbor or helping them find professional or volunteer workers.  
Not only can such proactive involvement head off a serious problem, it can 
develop closer relationships within the community. 

Networking:  As any businessperson knows, meeting and exchanging ideas with 
others in a similar situation can result in exciting new ideas and mutually 
beneficial ties. Association members can help each other in a similar way.  
Networking is also useful for sharing dues collection and enforcement 
policies.  This guidebook includes a list of other homeowners associations 
(see Appendix A).  Please take the time to contact a few and get to know the 
officers of at least one.  No matter what problem your community faces, it is 
likely that other Howard County homeowners association have faced a 
similar one. 

Planning Community Clean Up Days: Community clean up days can be a real 
asset to a neighborhood. They can improve not only the aesthetics of the 
properties but also the spirit of cooperation in the community.  The 
Department of Public Works, Waste Management at 410-313-6444 will 
be glad to work with you by supplying dumpsters and ideas for your 
community clean up day.  Columbia residents should contact their Village 
Association. 

Encouraging Residents’ Pride in their Homes:  Associations that reward 
positive home maintenance—for example, providing recognition to residents 
who take special pride in the upkeep of their property—fare better than those 
that emphasize the negative.  Contests for the loveliest garden or best 
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seasonal display can also encourage pride and friendly competition. Real 
estate agents, home decorators, landscape architects or similar professionals 
are usually happy to speak at community gatherings. They can bring 
neighbors up to date on the latest aesthetic, as well as functional trends.  
Associations that sponsor such events find that members are frequently 
encouraged to improve their properties on their own initiative. 

Providing “Bulk-buying” Services:  Often property owners face similar 
maintenance issues (e.g. driveway or sidewalk repair, gutter/down spout 
replacement) at about the same time.  The association can act as a broker for 
its members to secure a better price for such services. 

Collecting Dues or Assessments:  Each association’s rules or by-laws should 
clearly delineate the process for collecting dues, including procedures for 
collecting late or unpaid dues.  The important point is not whether the 
association follows a strict or lenient collection process, but that the 
guidelines are fairly and consistently enforced without discrimination toward 
any single person or group of members.  

 
Our condominium association needs a property management company.  
How should we choose one? 

The first step is to determine your requirements, since the needs of every association 
are slightly different.  Do you want a property management company that will provide 
upkeep for the common grounds and oversee fire safety systems, for example?  Or are 
you looking for someone to collect dues and enforce covenants?  When you have 
determined your needs, identify at least three companies that could meet your 
specifications and interview each property management company representative 
directly. 

Selecting a Property Management Company in Part Two of this handbook contains 
more detail on selection criteria and explains what the contract should cover.  Although 
some of the criteria mentioned there apply primarily to managing rental units, most 
should also be considered in choosing a company to manage your condominiums. In 
addition, you may want to consider the company’s approach to homeowner 
involvement in making your selection. Most importantly, make certain that your 
requirements are clearly spelled out in the contract.  
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. . . . . .. . . .  

Community Revitalization  
           

 

As some areas of Howard County age, just like us they sometimes 
need a little extra attention to keep them looking good and working 
well. Revitalization is a process for renewing aging neighborhoods 
through the cooperative efforts of residents, community leaders, local 
businesses, and government officials. Such efforts support existing 
communities and encourage development in areas where the 
infrastructure is already in place.  

 
 

Community Planning 
Since the County General Plan 2000 was written, Howard County has begun a 
community planning program. The Department of Planning and Zoning’s Division of 
Environmental and Community Planning’s (DECP) is working with grass-root 
organizations and associations to improve and enhance the County’s communities. 
Effective community planning needs participation from all who have a stake in the 
future of their neighborhoods. The DECP encourages citizens to share their talents to 
help set the future course of their communities.  Visit the Community Planning website 
at http://www.co.ho.md.us/DPZ/community/dpz_community_planning.htm  for further 
information. 

Because different parts of the County have different needs, three distinct types of 
planning activities are used: 

Corridor Revitalization Studies: This type of study is comprehensive and may 
include rezoning and redevelopment incentives. The Route 1 Corridor 
Revitalization Study was the first corridor study to be undertaken. Some 
study recommendations have already been implemented and some are 
ongoing. Other comprehensive corridor studies, such as for the Route 40 
corridor, are expected to follow.  

Community Master Plans: This type of plan will be developed for communities 
that need a comprehensive conservation strategy. Currently, work has begun 
on preparing a plan for the Cedar/Villa Heights community. Other 
communities that want and need help with revitalization will be considered in 
the future.  
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Community Conservation Committees: Some communities may want to 
undertake specific revitalization or enhancement projects but may not need or 
want a master plan. Community conservation committees are a flexible way 
to focus on particular enhancement projects that are part of a community 
conservation program. The Columbia Village Revitalization Committees for 
Wilde Lake and Harpers Choice are examples of ongoing community 
conservation committees.  

 
Learning from Current Revitalization Projects 

Several revitalization projects are currently taking place in the County.  The Route 1 
corridor project is comprehensive, involving major planning resources, zoning 
changes, and redevelopment incentives.  Others are smaller, dealing with more focused 
issues and smaller projects.  No matter the size of the project, it requires the concerted 
effort of local community associations, businesses, individuals, and government.   

Following is information on several projects, including websites and people to contact 
for further details.  If your community is working on revitalization, you are sure to find 
helpful advice and good ideas from the work that has already been done and is 
currently being done by the people working on these projects.  

 

Route 1 Revitalization 

Planning for the Route 1 Corridor Revitalization included representatives of 
residents, business owners, employers, developers, schools, nonprofit 
organizations, and the faith community.  They formed a Task Force that was 
actively involved in working with and guiding the Department of Planning 
and Zoning in the planning process. 

The first step was to take an honest and in-depth look at the corridor and 
make recommendations to improve it.  The result was The Preliminary 
Report for Phase I of the Route 1 Corridor Revitalization Study.  That study 
can be viewed online at 
http://www.co.ho.md.us/DPZ/DPZDocs/prelim_report.pdf.    
The second phase was to make long-range recommendations and list “next 
steps” to be taken for the corridor's revitalization. The Phase 2 Report can be 
viewed at http://www.co.ho.md.us/DPZ/DPZDocs/Phase2Report.pdf   

The following brochures were produced as a part of the Route 1 Corridor 
revitalization process:  “Signs Made Simple,” “ Resources for Business 
Revitalization,” and “Clean it Up, Green it Up.”  To access these brochures 
and other helpful information on improving your neighborhood, go to the 
County’s web site at www.co.ho.md.us.  Select Departments, select Planning 
& Zoning, select Community Planning, select Route 1 Corridor 
Revitalization, scroll down the page to select the above noted brochures.   
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East Columbia Revitalization 

DECP has been a partner in the revitalization program in West Columbia. 
Four villages and one community have partnered with DECP, the Howard 
County Council Office for District 4, the Rouse Company, the Columbia 
Association (CA), local utility companies and businesses and the County’s 
Departments of Public Works, Recreation and Parks, Licenses and Permits, 
Housing and Police to identify problems and develop solutions.  

Some of the issues that communities are dealing with include: landscaping, 
lighting, sidewalk linkages, pathway and pedestrian improvements, graffiti 
removal, erosion and drainage, property maintenance and quality of life 
concerns. For more information on Columbia Revitalization, contact Jessica 
Ritter at 410-313-2350 or email at jritter@co.ho.md.us.   

The County Council Office for District Four publishes a pamphlet, “A Guide 
to Revitalization through Community Partnership” that provides a plan and 
process for renewing aging neighborhoods through the cooperative efforts of 
residents, community leader, and government officials. Call the County 
Council Office at 410-313-2001 for a copy of the pamphlet.  Although it is 
designed for District Four, it contains valuable information for anyone 
interested in the revitalization process. 
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.......... 

Getting Help from Howard County  
 

 

Can you imagine trying to keep your neighborhood 
beautiful without clean streets, garbage collection, sewers, 
and running water? Howard County agencies provide many 
services that are essential to maintaining our communities. 
County personnel would be happy to answer your questions 
or guide you in the right direction. The following list 
includes the agencies that a homeowner is most likely to 
need to contact in regard to property maintenance issues. 

 
 
Howard County Information and Referral ....................410-313-3000 
County Council Office.....................................................410-313-2001 
     .... http://www.co.ho.md.us/CountyCouncil/CC_HomePage.htm  
 
 
 
Abandoned vehicles (Police Department) ...................410-313-2200 
 
Air quality monitoring .....................................................410-313-1773 
 
Animal control facility .....................................................410-313-2780 
     ......http://www.co.ho.md.us/servicesresidents%5Fanimals.htm  

Dogs and domestic cats over four months of age need to be licensed and 
vaccinated.  Dogs and cats must be kept on a leash on public property, 
open space or other common property.  Howard County law requires 
owners to clean up after their pets. Other helpful numbers for questions 
about animals: 

Animal Licensing.............................................................410-313-2455 
Animal Welfare Society...................................................410-465-4350 
Pets on Wheels ................................................................410-313-7213 
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Apartment and Condo Recycling Program .................410-313-6444 
The apartment owner or condominium association can arrange free 
recycling pickup for apartments and condominiums through the 
Department of Public Works. 

 
Building code requirements ..........................................410-313-2436 
 
Building permits..............................................................410-313-2455 
     ........................ http://www.co.ho.md.us/DILP/DILP_Homepage.htm 
 
Community-Clean-Up Program.....................................410-313-6428  

Homeowner Associations and Condominium Associations can request a dumpster 
from the County for community clean up days.  There is no cost for using the 
dumpster.  The responsibilities of the association include providing an accessible and 
safe location for the dumpster and distributing literature to residents of the participating 
community to ensure awareness of the community clean up day.  The dumpsters can be 
requested twice during the year, spring and fall.  Reservations should be made six 
months in advance. 

Clean it up! Green it up!  This brochure, prepared by the Route 1 Revitalization Task 
Force and the Department of Planning and Zoning, is a guide to improving the 
community.  It contains information on the Community-Clean-Up program, Adopt-a-
Road Program, Stream-Clean-Up Program and Community Conservation Committee 
Program. Contact Mina Hilsenrath, Environmental & Community Planning at 410-
313-4341. The brochure is available at http://www.co.ho.md.us/DPZ/DPZDocs/Clean-
web.pdf. 

 
Composting 

The following are excellent sources of information on composting: 

  UM Cooperative Extension Services.......................1-800-342-2507 
  Howard County Master Gardeners.............................410-313-2707 
  Public Works Recycling Hotline ...............................410-313-SORT 
 
Columbia Association ....................................................410-715-3000 
     ................................................. http://www.columbiaassociation.com 
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Consumer Affairs.............................................................414-313-6420  
The Howard County Office of Consumer Affairs (OCA) assists consumers with 
problems resulting from deceptive and unfair trade practices in their 
consumer/merchant transactions.  OCA also enforces the County’s Solicitors and 
Peddlers Law, Condominium Conversion Law, the Trespass Towing Law and parts of 
the Mobile Home Parks Development Law.  Some of the services provided include: 
individual complaint handling, enforcement in matters affecting broad public interest, 
information on consumer issues, complaint histories of merchants, and speakers for 
schools and other community organizations.  For additional information please contact 
the number above or e-mail to shannan@co.ho.md.us. Also, visit the County’s web site 
at http://ww.co.ho.md.us.  Under Departments, select Citizen Services, and then select 
Office of Consumer Affairs. 

The Maryland Attorney General’s Office website has an excellent publication on “The 
Art of Complaining Effectively” that includes a sample complaint letter.  The site also 
provides valuable consumer tips and advice on resolving disputes with merchants and 
contractors.  It is located at www.oag.state.md.us/consumer/edge95.htm.  

 
Door-to-door peddlers (Office of Consumer Affairs)..410-313-6420 
 
Drainage Problems (Soil Conservation Office) ...........410-489-7987 

Call for advice on problems with drainage, erosion, or water runoff. 

 

Electrical permits.............................................................410-313-2455 
     ........................http://www.co.ho.md.us//DILP/DILP_Homepage.htm 

See section on “Before You Build” in this handbook for more information on permits. 

 
Emergency Management and Information...................410-313-6004 
     .......................................................................http://www.co.ho.md.us 

Should an incident occur that requires the activation of Howard County Emergency 
Operations Center, local information of importance to Howard County residents will 
be available by calling 410-313-2900.  Local authorities will broadcast information as 
quickly as possible concerning the nature of the emergency and what you should do 
next.  Local emergency alert stations are:  in Baltimore, WBAL (AM-1090) and 
WIYY (FM-97.9); and in Washington, DC, WTOP (AM-1500/FM-107.7) and 
WMAL (AM-630). Official information will also be available on GTV, Howard 
County Government's Channel (Comcast Cable Channel 70). 

Additional information on preparing for emergencies and what to do in the case of a 
biological or chemical attack is available at the County’s website. 
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Fair Housing ....................................................................410-313-6430 
The Office of Human Rights (OHR) enforces fair housing laws in Howard County.  
The law in Howard County is broader than the State or the Federal Fair Housing Law.  
The OHR directs its efforts and resources toward eliminating discriminatory practices.  
The OHR also conducts community education and outreach activities and provides 
human rights training for office staff, County business groups, and the public.  For 
information on fair housing issues contact Rufus Clanzy, Administrator, Office of 
Human Rights at the above number. 

 
Fire Safety (Public Education).......................................410-313-6014 
     .....................................http://www.co.ho.md.us/FAR/FAR_FAQ.htm  

The Fire Department offers general fire safety classes for around the home. (e.g., using 
smoke detectors, wood stoves, and fire extinguishers; preparing escape plans)  The 
department also offers CPR classes and classes on preparing for natural disasters. Visit 
the website above for Fire Department Frequently Asked Questions. 

Upon request, Fire and Rescue’s Life Safety Bureau at 410-313-6040 will inspect 
your home and make recommendations for fire safety and injury prevention. The 
department also furnishes smoke detectors for elderly, hearing impaired or low-income 
people. 

 
Gardening, lawn and soil testing information  
    UM Cooperative Extension Service.......................1-800-342-2507 

The University of Maryland’s Cooperative Extension Service provides horticultural 
information relating to trees, shrubs, and gardens.  It is also an excellent source of 
information on nearly any type of household pest, such as rodents, roaches, mice, rats, 
bees, or snakes. 

    Master Gardener Program .........................................410-313-1913 
The Cooperative Extension Service, through its Master Gardener Program, offers 
several public educational programs (e.g. plant clinics, Bay Wise Program and 
management of open space).   Programs are designed to assist residents with improving 
and beautifying their yards while becoming knowledgeable about related 
environmental issues.  Workshops can be scheduled for specific groups and are also 
periodically held at various county libraries.  For further information, please contact 
Georgia Eacker at the above number or at ge14@umail.umd.edu 

    Columbia Association’s (CA) Bulb Program .......Village centers 
Columbia residents can receive free flower bulbs from CA through this very informal 
program.  Each spring CA removes flower bulbs to make room for summer annual 
flowers.  Residents can phone the Village Center Manager to determine the whether 
bulbs are available and how to arrange pick-up.  Interested residents should contact the 
Village Center in which they reside no later than April 1 each year. 
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Hazardous household waste ...................................... 410-313-SORT 
Household hazardous waste may be brought to the Alpha Ridge Landfill, 2350 
Marriotsville Road, from April through November on Saturday only between 8am 
and 4pm.  A landfill residential permit is required.  Items that are accepted include 
cleaners, batteries, motor oil, furniture polish, insecticides, solvents, nail polish, and 
other household chemicals.  Bring items in their original containers or in clearly 
labeled, leak-proof containers. Call the number above for further information or a 
brochure that details how to dispose of household hazardous waste. 

 
Historic Preservation ......................................................410-313-2354 
     http://www.co.ho.md.us/DPZ//Historic/dpz_historic_preservation.htm  

This office provides information on the history and age of buildings and responds to 
community concerns in historic districts.  Owners of historic properties can call for 
technical advice and assistance with improvements.  Howard County also offers a 
property tax credit for eligible restoration and maintenance work on historic properties.  

 
Home Businesses or Occupations (Department of Planning and Zoning) 
     .......................................................................................410-313-2393 

You may engage in a business or occupation in your home, as long as you meet 
specific regulations set up by the County.  These include: the amount of space used, 
location of activities, appearance of the site, sales, number of employees, deliveries and 
business vehicles, and type of business.  Call for further details. 

Columbia covenants may apply.  Contact your village association listed in Appendix 
A. 

 
Homeowners’ Property Tax Credit................................410-767-4433   

This program reduces the homeowner's property tax bill if the property tax exceeds a 
fixed percentage of the person's gross income.  Call the Maryland State Department of 
Taxation at the above number or download an application from 
http://www.dat.state.md.us/sdatweb/htc.html. 

 
Housing and Community Development .......................410-313-6318 
 
Inspections, Licenses, and Permits..............................410-313-2455 
     .........................http://www.co.ho.md.us/DILP/DILP_Homepage.htm 

See “Before You Begin” under Part Three of this handbook for further information. 
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Landfill (Alpha Ridge).....................................................410-313-7678 
     ..................http://www.co.ho.md.us/DPW/Alpha_Ridge_Landfill.htm 

Located at 2350 Marriottsville Road, the landfill is open Monday-Saturday 8am-4pm. 
Proof of residency is required and a permit (available from gate attendant) is required 
for some items.  Call the number or visit the above website for further details and a 
complete guide to which materials the landfill accepts. 

 
Landscape management techniques...........................410-313-2707 

Howard County Master Gardeners is an excellent source of information on landscape 
management techniques, including erosion control and environmentally sound 
fertilization plans.  They offer publications, references, demonstration projects, and on-
site visits. 

 
Neighborhood Watch Program .....................................410-313-3020 

Contact the Police Department Office of Public Affairs at the above number for a 
brochure detailing how to set up a Neighborhood Watch program.  

 

On-Line Payments .................................................................................
...........http://www.co.ho.md.us/servicesresidents_onlinepayments.htm    

Real property tax, personal property tax, water and sewerage bills, parking violations 
and red light citations can be paid on-line. There is a fee for this service, based on the 
amount of the payment. Go to the County’s web site at www.co.ho.md.us and click on 
“Make payments online” under “E-tools.” 

 

Open Space (Columbia Association) ...........................410-312-6330 
     ................................................. http://www.columbiaassociation.com 

For information, questions or to report problems (e.g. tree down in bike path) on 
Columbia Association open space, contact the Open Space Management Office.  

 
Open space (County-owned).........................................410-312-6330 

The thousands of acres of county open space are not maintained.  Instead, they are 
managed to provide environmental protection, wildlife habitat and passive recreation 
such as bird watching and hiking.  Contact the Department of Recreation and Parks, 
Natural Resource Division at 410-313-4700 for more information. 

Because open space is parkland, all County rules and regulations apply.  You may not 
place your compost pile on open space.  Other prohibited activities include:  hunting, 
dumping, woodpiles, sheds playground equipment, swimming pools, decks, mowing 
of vegetation including: grass, trees, and shrubs.  You may plant naturalized plantings 
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of native species with permission. For a brochure describing in more detail what you 
may or may not do on county-owned open space, call the Department of Recreation 
and Parks at 410-313-4724.   
If residents in the neighborhood are using the county-owned Open Space 
inappropriately, you can report these activities anonymously by calling the 
Department of Recreation and Parks, Natural Resource Division at 410-313-4700.  
They will promptly have a ranger investigate and follow up on your concerns. 

Stream and Pond Cleanups:  The Howard County Department of Recreation and 
Parks sponsors stream and pond cleanups, needed in various locations throughout 
Howard County on Open Space or undeveloped parkland.  Trash bags and long-
handled trash pickers are provided.  Groups are asked to collect recyclables and trash 
separately.  All bags collected are weighed, and at the end of the year, all groups 
receive an annual cleanup report highlighting the cleanup efforts for the year in 
Howard County Parks.  Spring, fall and winter are the best months for cleanups.  For 
more information on how to get your group involved, contact Sue Muller at 410-313-
4697 or e-mail at smuller@co.ho.md.us 

 
Police  
    Emergency.................................................................................... 911 
    Non-emergency ...........................................................410-313-2200 
    Department Office of Public Affairs ..........................410-313-3020 
    Drug hotline...................................................410-290-DRUG (3784) 
 
Planning and Zoning.......................................................410-313-2350 
     .......................... http://www.co.ho.md.us/DPZ/DPZ_Homepage.htm  

The Department of Planning and Zoning provides help and information on 
growth management; preservation of agricultural, natural and historic 
resources; conservation and enhancement of older communities; and 
transportation alternatives. 

 
Plumbing permits ............................................................410-313-2455 
 
Public Works Customer Service ...................................410-313-4400 
     ............................................. or e-mail to publicworks@co.ho.md.us  

The Department of Public Works Customer Service can answer questions 
about trash collection, recycling, traffic calming, county roads and 
sidewalks, broken traffic lights, and water and sewer problems. Their 
website at http://www.co.ho.md.us/DPW/DPW_Homepage.htm has lots 
of information on the many Public Works services. 
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Recreation and Parks 
   ............................http://www.co.ho.md.us/RAP/RAP_Homepage.htm 
    Natural Resources Division.......................................410-313-4700 

Call for enforcement, regulation, and general information regarding County-owned 
open space or natural resource areas.   

    Program Services........................................................410-313-4647 
Adopt-A-Park Program:  The Department of Recreation and Parks offers an adoption 
program that includes trails, park sites, playgrounds, gardens, historic structures, and 
ball fields.  The program is open to any civic group or homeowners association located 
within the County. Groups may request a specific site for adoption and are requested to 
commit for a minimum of three years.  For further information or to request an 
application packet, contact Program Services.  

 

Recycling........................................................................410-313-SORT 
     ......................................http://www.co.ho.md.us/DPW/recycling.htm 

Curbside recycling of mixed paper and cardboard, aluminum and tin cans, glass bottles 
and jars, and certain plastic bottles is provided for all residents of single family and 
town homes with curbside trash service.  Put paper in paper bags, a small box, or tie 
with string.  Glass or plastic bottles should be rinsed and the lids removed.  Cans and 
plastic bottles should be crushed if possible. 

In metropolitan areas, yard waste and Christmas trees are also collected.  Leaves and 
grass are collected from April 1 until December 31.  Leave in opened bags or 
containers. 

Many additional items can be recycled at the Alpha Ridge Landfill.  These include 
scrap metal, tires, mattresses, cardboard boxes, yard trimmings, oil, antifreeze, and 
latex paint. Visit the website above for more detailed information on recycling. 

Building supplies and carpentry items can be donated to the Loading Dock (410-728-
3625), located at the Alpha Ridge Landfill on Wednesdays from 8am-4pm and the first 
Saturday of the month from 9am-1pm.  The Loading Dock serves as a clearinghouse 
for non-profit organizations that use building materials.  

 
Rental housing  
    Inspection.....................................................................410-313-1830 
    Licenses .......................................................................410-313-2455 

See “Rental Housing Licensing Ensures Safety and Comfort” under Part Two of this 
handbook for further information on rental inspection and licensing. 
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Roads (Bureau of Highways) .........................................410-313-7450 
See Streets and Roads (below) for additional information. 

 
School System Facilities ................................................410-313-6750 

School facilities are available for public use after hours.  Detailed information on the 
procedures for reserving, usage and responsibilities is available on the Howard County 
School System’s web site at: http://www.howard.k12.md.us.  Contact Chuck Parvis, 
Community Services Division, at the above number or send email to 
cparvis@mail.howard.k12.md.us to obtain an application and pricing information. 

 
Senior Citizens (Office of Aging)...................................410-313-7212 

The Office on Aging is the principal agency that plans, advocates, develops, and 
coordinates programs and services for seniors (aged 60+) and persons with disabilities 
(aged 55+).  Visit the Howard County Web site at www.co.ho.md.us. Under 
Departments, select Citizen Services, and then select Office on Aging.  This page 
includes links to help for families and caregivers, senior housing options, and many 
more available resources for seniors. 

 
Sewers (Bureau of Utilities)........................................... 410-313-4900 
          After hours emergency number ..........................410-313-2929 

Damage to your property because of a sewer backup is a potential problem for every 
County resident connected to the public sewer system.  Items such as disposable 
diapers, tree roots and grease that are put into the system at any point can cause clogs 
and backups in spite of regular County maintenance and cleaning.  Howard County 
cannot guarantee that your sewer system will never back up, and in most cases is not 
responsible to pay for damages resulting from a sewer backup.  Protect yourself from 
financial loss by adding coverage for sewer and drain backup to your home insurance 
policy.  

If your sewer line becomes blocked, call the call the above number, and the Bureau of 
Utilities will investigate the cause.  If the problem is on your property, you will need to 
call a plumber to make the repair. 

If you see a sewerage spill on someone else’s property, contact Customer Service at 
410-313-4400 or e-mail to publicworks@co.ho.md.us.  The Department of Public 
Works (DPW) will notify the Health Department and the Maryland Department of the 
Environment.  Community representatives (e.g., County Council Members, Columbia 
Villages, Home Owners Associations or Community Associations) in the vicinity of 
the spill are also notified of the date, time, location, and reason for the spill. DPW will 
also report how long the repair took, how the spill was cleaned up, and how much was 
spilled.  By state law, the County is required to put up Health Department warning 
signs in the vicinity.  Per EPA regulations, the signs must remain for 30 days. 
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Sidewalk Repair (Department of Public Works) .........410-313-7450 
      e-mail ......................................................publicworks@co.ho.md.us                              

Sidewalks must be repaired or replaced if they are unsafe for public use. If the 
sidewalk is damaged because of tree roots in the County right-of-way, the County is 
responsible for repair.  If not, it is the property owner’s responsibility to repair them.  
Upon request, the County can do the repair or replacement at the property owner’s 
expense.  

 
Sign permits, sign codes ...............................................410-313-1830 
 
Snow removal  
    Snow Emergency Information Line..........................410-313-2900 
    Bureau of Highways ...................................................410-313-7450  

Street plowing: The Bureau of Highways removes snow from county roads.  In order 
to quickly mobilize as much traffic as possible, workers first service primary and 
secondary roads.  Side streets are cleared after major arteries and collectors. If cars are 
parked in cul-de-sacs, the plow driver will leave and come back after he finishes his 
route rather than risking damage to county or private vehicles. 

Internet snowplow monitoring program:  This program offers County residents 
current information on street conditions during snow or other storms. Go to the 
County’s Web site at www.co.ho.md.us and click on the snowflake.  Clicking a 
specified grid will bring up a detailed street map that will provide information on 
which streets have been plowed, sanded, and/or salted.  The information is only 
available on the web when a snowstorm actually occurs. 

Sidewalk clearing:  County code requires property owners to remove snow from 
public sidewalks within 48 hours after the snow has fallen.   

Snow Help Program:  If you are willing to help remove snow for seniors or 
physically disabled individuals in your neighborhood, call Senior Information and 
Assistance at 410-313-7212 to volunteer. 

 
Street Lighting (Outdoor Lighting and Other Utility Topics)  
    BGE Customer Service ..............410-685-0123 or 1-800-685-0123 
     Or on the web at .............................................http://www.BGE.com 

Problem or broken streetlights can also be reported through the county’s website at 
www.co.ho.md.us. Under Departments, select Public Works, then Traffic Engineering 
Division.  Or use the direct link: http://bge.com/cmp/CDA/topic/0,1667,4593,00.html. 
It is helpful, but not necessary, to have the pole number. 
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Street Light Installation 
    On County Rights-of-Way ..........................................410-313-5752      

The County will only pay for street lighting if it is within the County right-of-way.  If a 
community feels there is insufficient lighting in their neighborhood, the Bureau of 
Highways, Traffic Division, will evaluate the community for possible installation of 
street lighting to meet traffic guidance needs.  The President of the Homeowners or 
Condominium Association or a designated representative should contact Parris 
Zirkenbach at the Bureau of Highways, Traffic Division at 410-313-5752 or e-mail 
to pzirkenbach@co.ho.md.us 

   
    On Private Streets....................... 410-291-3085 or 1-800-685-0123    

If a community, townhouse, or condo association maintains the streets, BG&E can 
install streetlights, at the request of the association, through a leasing program.  There 
is an initial 5-year contract, then month-to-month charges.  Prices vary, depending on 
the type and style of lighting.  Contact Wells Scheeler at the above number or through 
the BGE website at http://www.bge.com. 

 

Streets and Roads  
    Street sign maintenance and replacement ..............410-313-7450 
    Resurfacing (Public Works Customer Service) ......410-313-4400 
       e-mail ....................................................  publicworks@co.ho.md.us 

There are about 900 miles of roadway in the county highways system, and about 60 
miles of roads are scheduled for capital improvement overlays each year.  Each road in 
the county has its own characteristics and maintenance concerns.   

The Bureau of Highways prioritizes paving of roads according to the structural and 
paving surface condition. Inspectors evaluate road conditions during an annual road 
survey.  Crews may perform routine maintenance work in between road resurfacings.   

Microsurfacing is very cost effective in sealing surface cracks and improving skid 
resistance.  It is most often used as a maintenance procedure between regularly 
scheduled "blacktop" resurfacing.  "Blacktop," or bituminous concrete overlay, is a 
significantly more expensive, time-intensive process used on highways and county 
roads with either severe surface deterioration or structural base failure.   

    Adopt-A-Road Program (Public Works) ...................410-313-7472 
Individuals, families, or civic, business or church groups can adopt a 1-3-mile section 
of road for a minimum of 2 years.  The volunteers are asked to pick up litter from the 
road at least 4 times per year.  Call the Department of Public Works for a brochure or 
visit the County website at http://www.co.ho.md.us/PortalDocs/adoptrd.pdf.       
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Trash pick-up...................................................................410-313-6444 
Howard County provides trash collection once a week for those homes using a 
curbside trash set-out.  Only four containers, each with a limit of 40 pounds, are 
accepted for trash collection each week. Unlimited amounts of recyclables are 
collected once a week.  For further information, visit the County website at 
http://www.co.ho.md.us/DPW/Trash_Collection.htm. 

 
Traffic signal repairs.......................................................410-313-4400 
      e-mail ......................................................publicworks@co.ho.md.us 
 
Trees 
      Street trees (Bureau of Highways)..........................410-313-7450 

Street trees may not be removed without county permission. Trees on the county right-
of-way (the grassy strip between the sidewalk and the street curb), in parks, or in 
county-owned open space may be the responsibility of the Bureau of Highways.  

      County-owned trees (Bureau of Parks) .................410-313-4700 
Do not remove trees located on county-owned parkland or open space; they are the 
responsibility of the Bureau of Parks.  For dead of fallen trees located on County 
parkland or open space, call the Department of Recreation and Parks, Natural 
Resource Division at the above number for evaluation and removal.  

      Columbia Association trees ....................................410-381-0194 

Call about dead or fallen tree on open space property owned by the Columbia 
Association. 

    BGE...............................................................................410-685-0123 
Call about trees growing into power lines. 

    Highway Maintenance/Tree Division........................410-313-7251 
Contact Steve Parker, Bureau of Highways, for information on Tree Trimming and 
Tree Planting Programs.  

 
Water (Public Works, Bureau of Utilities) ....................410-313-4900  
      After Hour Emergency Service ...............................410-313-2929 

For water leaks, no water, low pressure, water backups in drains, or overflows; call the 
Bureau of Utilities at the above number first. However, you may need your own 
plumber to make repairs. 

You can also call the Bureau of Utilities to request an investigation of water quality or 
water pressure.  Routine tests are free; others require an independent laboratory.  The 
Bureau can also provide information about the location of water and sewer lines. 
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Residents can petition for extension of water and sewer service or request renovations 
to these systems at the above number.  These applications are processed through the 
Development Engineering Division of Planning and Zoning at 410-313-2420. 

Water meters:  Ninety percent of residential water meters are located inside the home.  
Locate your water meter and the main valve to shut off your water.  Do not store things 
near the meter that could fall on the meter or become damaged if a leak occurs.  Make 
a habit of regularly checking your water meter for any potential leaks or problems.  If 
your water meter does start to leak, call the Bureau of Utilities at 410-313-4900.  
There is no charge for this service. 

      Water bill questions ...................................................410-313-2058 
 

Wells and Septic Systems (Bureau of Utilities, Environmental Health) 
............................................................................................410-313-2640 

Call for information about wells and septic systems.  This department also 
performs percolation tests and issues disposal system and well-
construction permits for lot owners and developers.  



 

 35 
 

. . . . . .. . . .  
 

Part Two: Rental Housing 
 

Rental Licensing Ensures Safety and Comfort 
 

 

Since 1965, Howard County housing inspectors have enforced rental 
housing standards by inspecting and licensing rental housing units.  
These standards assure all Howard County renters of a safe and well-
maintained dwelling. 

 

Why are rental properties licensed? 
A rental license ensures that the County Rental Housing and Livability Code standards 
have been met. Any type of dwelling that is not solely occupied by the owner or the 
owner’s immediate family must be licensed if more than one boarder, roomer or renter 
occupies the dwelling, whether or not rent changes hands.  

 

How does an owner apply for a rental license? 
The property must pass inspection by a housing inspector before a license is granted.  
To begin the application process, the owner should contact: 

The Department of Inspections, Licenses and Permits 
George Howard Building, First Floor 
3430 Court House Drive 
Ellicott City, MD 21043 
410-313-2455 

 
I am not sure if a house in our neighborhood is licensed for rental.  Is there 
any way I can find out? 

You can submit the address to the Department of Inspections, Licenses, and Permits 
(at the Court House Drive address above). The department can determine whether 
the units are properly licensed.  Please include the property owner’s name and address, 
if you know it. 
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My landlord is not properly maintaining the building.  What can I do? 
In order to meet the Howard County rental housing code standards, the building must 
be properly maintained. If it is not, contact the Department of Inspections, Licenses 
and Permits, and a housing inspector will follow up on the complaint. 

Department of Inspections, Licenses and Permits 
Inspections and Enforcement Division 
3485 South Chevrolet Drive 
Ellicott City, MD   21042 
410-313-1830 

 
What kind of complaints does the housing inspector address? 

The inspector looks primarily at maintenance and safety concerns in rental housing. 
These problems, for example, would need to be corrected: 

• poor general maintenance—peeling paint, rotted wood, broken 
windows, leaking gutters, loose steps or railings 

• fire hazards—broken or missing smoke detectors, fire 
extinguishers and sprinkler systems  

• plumbing deficiencies—leaks, lack of hot water, broken fixtures. 
• electrical problems—exposed outlets, broken fixtures  
• unsanitary conditions—accumulation of trash and garbage either 

inside or out, evidence of roach or rodent infestation 
• Overcrowded conditions. 
 

 

For more information 
Copies of the County Rental Housing and Livability Code are available from:  

Chief of Permits and Licenses 
Department of Inspections, Licenses and Permits 
9150 Bendix Road 
Columbia, MD  21045 
 
Licenses……….410-313-2455 
Inspections…….410-313-1830 
FAX……………410-313-3298 
TT………………410-313-2323 
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. . . . . .. . . .  

Between Landlord and Tenant 
 

 

The responsibility for maintaining rental property is shared between 
the tenant and the landlord. The lease is the essential legal document 
spelling out the agreement between the two.  A well-written lease 
should protect both.  Make sure you understand the terms of the lease 
before you sign. 

 

What information should a lease contain? 
• name and address of the landlord and tenant 
• length of the lease 
• rental amount and due date 
• amount of security deposit and conditions for return of the deposit 
• penalties for late payments, damage, or breaking the lease 
• description of the condition of the apartment, including any 

damage 
• clarification of responsibility for maintenance and utilities 
• eviction policy 

 

Community associations may also have specific lease requirements.  Read the lease 
carefully and make sure you understand it before you sign. 

 

Who is responsible for the upkeep of rental property? 
Unless otherwise stated in the lease, landlords are responsible for 

• major repairs 
• general maintenance, e.g., painting, cleaning gutters and 

downspouts 
• mowing the lawns of two-family and multi-family buildings 
• shoveling snow of two-family and multi-family buildings 
• insuring the building 
 

Tenants are responsible for  

• adhering to the requirements of the lease, e.g. no dogs or weight 
limits on dogs, guest parking 

• maintaining their unit in good repair, e.g., cleaning, removing 
garbage, making minor repairs 

• insuring the contents of their apartment 
• paying rent on time 
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What should I do if I can’t resolve a conflict with my landlord or tenant? 
If the conflict involves a complaint about the condition of the rental property, the 
tenant can contact: 

Department of Inspections, Licenses and Permits 
Inspections and Enforcement Division 
9250 Bendix Road 
Columbia, MD 21045 
410-313-1830 
 

The Maryland Attorney General’s Office’s website at 
http://www.oag.state.md.us/consumer/landlords.htm offers information about 
Maryland landlord/tenant laws and tips on avoiding disputes between landlords and 
tenants. 

 

To discuss options regarding leases, licenses, maintenance security deposits, rent 
increases and other landlord-tenant issues, call the Howard County Department of 
Housing and Community Development at 410-313-6318 or the Howard County 
Office of Consumer Affairs at 410-313-6420. 
 

Baltimore Neighborhoods, Inc. is a non-profit organization that offers help with 
landlord/tenant problems.  It also publishes an inexpensive guide to Maryland and local 
laws relating to leases, security deposits, evictions, rent escrow, proper notice, and 
other issues pertaining to landlord/tenant relations. Contact them at: 

 
BNI (Baltimore Neighborhoods, Inc.) 
2217 St. Paul Street 
Baltimore, MD   21218 
410-243-6007 



 

 39 
 

. . . . . .. . . .  

 

Understanding Section 8 Housing  
 

 

Section 8 housing provides low- and moderate-income people with 
housing options they could otherwise not afford. Howard County 
encourages a mix of people from different walks of life and levels of 
income and Section 8 housing helps make that goal a reality. 

 

What is Section 8 housing? 
The Section 8 Housing and Assistance Program is a federally funded, locally 
implemented program that provides rental assistance to low- and moderate-income 
families.  The family pays 30 percent of its gross adjusted income towards the rent, and 
the Section 8 Program pays the remainder directly to the landlord.  The Housing 
Voucher program is slightly different; allotting a specific amount of money based on 
the size of the household. 

 

Can landlords evict Section 8 tenants? 
Absolutely.  Landlords can evict Section 8 tenants for the same reasons they would 
evict any tenant—damage to the apartment, lack of cooperation, or irresponsibility as 
described in the lease agreement.  The family is responsible for maintaining the rental 
unit just as any other tenant would be.  In fact, eviction can lead to the loss of the 
tenant’s right to participate in the Section 8 Program.   

 

It is the landlord’s responsibility to screen and select tenants.  A landlord may not 
discriminate against an applicant simply because the family receives rental assistance.  
However, he may refuse to rent to anyone, including Sections 8 participants, who fail 
to meet fair and reasonable criteria that are equally applied to all applicants. 

 

Who is eligible for Section 8 housing? 
Families, people 62 years of age or older, and disabled or handicapped people qualify 
IF the family’s gross annual income is less than 50 percent of the area median income. 
For more detailed information, call the Howard County Housing Commission at 
410-313-6320. 
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Why might a landlord participate in the Section 8 program? 
The program offers security to the landlord in three ways.  First, since the County often 
pays a substantial portion of the rent, the owner knows that rental payments will be 
made on time.  Second, since the amount of the subsidy is directly tied to income, if the 
renter’s income were reduced, the county would pay a greater portion of the rent. 
Finally, the demand for Section 8 housing almost always exceeds the supply, so rent 
loss due to unit turnover is unlikely. 

 

For more information contact: 
The Howard County Housing Commission at 410-313-6320  or go to Howard 
County’s web page at http://www.co.ho.md.us and click on departments then click on 
Housing. 
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. . . . . .. . . .  

Checking Out Potential Tenants  
 

When it’s time to rent your property, how do you check the 
backgrounds of potential tenants? This section provides you with 
guidance and sources of information on this critical aspect of 
managing your property.   

 
Landlords often assume that they must take the first applicant, but the truth is that you 
have the right to decide who can and cannot rent your property. For instance, turning 
away a potential renter who has poor credit or a criminal conviction is legal--people 
with bad credit and criminals aren't "protected classes" when it comes to housing.  
Federal law protects seven classes from housing discrimination. It's illegal to refuse to 
rent to someone because of: race, color, religion, sex, national origin, disability 
(physical or mental), or family status (having children). Howard County expands that 
list to include: age, occupation, sexual orientation, personal appearance, or source of 
income. 

 

It's Easy to Check 
Screening potential renters protects you in two ways. First, by checking an applicant's 
credit history, you'll know if they have paid bills on time in the past. Second, by 
checking an applicant's criminal history, you'll know if they've been convicted of a 
crime in the past.  You can screen both credit and criminal history using the web. A list 
of websites that will check credit and/or criminal records for landlords is provided 
below. (There are fees for these services ranging from $9 to $35, depending on what 
kind(s) of information you request.  Check the websites for current, comparative fee 
structures.)  You'll find links to more screening companies at a website run by their 
trade association: www.n-a-s-a.com. If you order a criminal background check, be sure 
to ask the company what specific records they will check and how those records are 
checked in Howard County. 

 
http://www.rentport.com 800-888-1287 (Credit & Criminal) 
http://www.saferent.com (Credit & Criminal) 
ATS.Inc. 1–800-888-1287 
http://www.infotel.net/tenantcheck (Credit & Criminal) 
http://www.tenantcredit.com (Credit only) 
http://www.tsci.com (Credit & Criminal; verifies former landlord & 
employer) 
http://www.dpscs.state.md.us/sor (Sex Offender registry will be sent 
to you at no cost) 
http://www.pacer.psc.uscourts.gov or http://pacer.uspci.uscourts.gov 
(Federal Court records listing criminal convictions and civil lawsuits) 
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Trust, But Verify 
 Here are some other steps you can take to protect yourself as a landlord: 

• Advertise your requirements. If you require excellent credit, say 
so in your ads.  

• Verify employment and salary information yourself. Look up the 
employer's phone number in the phone book, rather than taking 
the number supplied by the potential renter. You'd be surprised 
how many friends "verify" employment. 

• Keep in mind that a former landlord may give a good reference to 
a problem tenant, in hopes that the tenant will then move out.  

• Check out adult children who will be living in the home, as well 
as the parents. Make sure your lease covers how long guests may 
stay and whether or not you have the right to approve additional 
tenants. 

• Remind current tenants to remove valuables before a home 
showing. 

• Get a phone number from anyone who wants to see the property; 
you will then have a number to confirm the appointment. 

 

Where to go for more information 
If you'd like to learn more about being a successful landlord, try these resources: 

• Campbell DeLong Resources, Inc.'s web site at: 
www.cdri.com/cp_index.htm offers a free manual, Landlord 
Training Program. 

• The Enterprise Foundation offers advice on what makes a good 
rental property, how to select tenants and how to be a successful 
landlord on its web site: 
www.enterprisefoundation.org/resources/dss/2to4/24mo.asp 

• Baltimore Neighborhoods Inc. offers A Landlord's Introduction to 
Local, State and Federal Laws Governing Tenant-Landlord       
Relations ($12), as well as sample single- and multi-family leases. 
Order at 1-800-487-6007. 

 
 
 
This information is being provided for informational purposes only and should 
not be construed as legal advice.  If you have any questions regarding your legal 
rights, an attorney should be consulted. 
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. . . . . .. . . .  

Selecting a Property Management Company 
 

 

Whether you are looking for a property management company to 
simply screen potential tenants for your single condominium or one to 
handle every aspect of managing a large apartment complex, choose 
carefully. Management firms can offer a multitude of services. A key 
element in the successful maintenance of property is selecting a 
company that will manage your property to your specifications and 
clearly delineating those requirements in your contract.   

 

What does a property management company do? 
Property management companies offer a wide array of services—from collecting rent 
to screening potential tenants to maintaining buildings and grounds.  They may be 
hired by a landlord to manage rental property or by homeowners or condominium 
associations to maintain property held in common. 

However, even if you only own a single piece of property that you offer for rent, such 
as a townhouse or condominium, the expertise of a property management or real estate 
company could be very helpful.  The company could handle credit and reference 
checks of potential tenants.  Most management firms are knowledgeable about 
landlord/tenant laws and know reputable contractors to contact for emergency repair 
problems.  They can also provide day-to-day supervision in your absence. 

 

How do I choose a property management company? 
• Not everyone’s requirements are the same, so first you must 

determine your needs.  Exactly which functions do you want the 
firm to handle on your behalf?   

 

• Then you should identify at least three potential companies that 
can meet your needs.  Personally interview a representative of 
each.   

 

• You should also verify the quality of services the firm provides 
through referrals, speaking with former clients, and checking with 
the Better Business Bureau at 410-347-3990 or 
http://www.baltimore.bbb.org and the Howard County 
Association of Realtors, Inc. at 410-740-4810 or 
http://www.hcar.org. 
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What should I look for in a property management firm? 
Following are criteria you should consider in your selection process. 

• the adequacy of the company’s office facilities and equipment 
• the experience and training of the personnel 
• references 
• the company’s approach to rules and lease enforcement 
• its system for handling property maintenance and repairs 
• the frequency of property inspections 
• its procedure for handling tenant concerns and after-hour 

emergencies 
• the frequency and quality of periodic reports 
• the company’s understanding of landlord and tenant rights 
• the number of units currently managed 
• costs 
• your overall impression of the companies and personnel under 

consideration 
 

What should the property management contract cover? 
The contract should specify  

• the parties involved  
• the duration of the agreement  
• all fees, costs, or penalties 
• the management policy 
• the services that the management firm is to perform on your 

behalf 
 

Review the contract carefully.  Clear up any uncertainties before you sign.  
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. . . . . .. . . . 

Part Three: Improving Your 
Property 

Before You Begin 
 

 

Changes and improvements to your home, whether you undertake 
them yourself or hire a contractor, require careful planning.  Before 
you begin a project, make sure you’ve taken care of the following 
tasks. 

 

Contact your homeowners or community association 
If you plan to make any changes to the exterior of your property, such as painting, 
adding a deck or addition, or installing new windows, speak first with the 
representative of your homeowners or condominium association.  Each homeowners 
association has slightly different rules and procedures to follow.  In general, someone 
will check your plans to ensure that they do not violate any covenants, possibly make 
suggestions, and guide you through any approval process.   

 

Call “Miss Utility” 
If you are planning to dig in an area where a public service company has underground 
utilities, notify Miss Utility at 1-800-257-7777 or 
http://www.missutility.net/maryland.asp at least 48 hours prior to digging. 

 

Obtain any required permits 
All land disturbances, even clearing and grading around your home, require a grading 
permit unless exempted by the county code. The chart on the next page should help 
clarify whether you might need a permit. For more complete information, contact the 
Department of Inspections, Licenses and Permits at 410-313-2455 or visit their 
website at http://www.co.ho.md.us/DILP/DILP_Homepage.htm.  
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Permit Requirement Chart 
 

Type of 
Improvement 

Building 
Permit 

Electrical 
Permit 

Plumbing 
Permit 

Zoning 
Approval 

Structural 
Repair 

Yes No No No 

Addition or 
Garage 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Deck or Open 
Porch 

Yes No/Yes* No Yes 

Swimming  
Pool 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

*If electrical outlets or fixtures are included in the work. 

 

Building permits are not required for: 

• Painting 
• Routine repairs 
• Replacing siding, window, or roofing 
• Patios laid directly on grade 
• Installing storage sheds less than 100 square feet 
• Installing a fence under 6 feet in height 
• Replacing kitchen counters and cabinets (although an electrical or 

plumbing permit may be required) 
 

For a complete listing of work that is exempt from permit, you can download a 
complete permit guidebook at http://www.co.ho.md.us/DILP/Docs/permitguidebook1-
3-03.pdf. 

 
You can apply for a building permit either in person or by mail at the following 
address.  Multiple copies of plot plans and construction drawing may be required.  
Permit fees vary, depending on the structure and size. 

The Department of Inspections, Licenses and Permits 
 9250 Bendix Road  
Columbia, MD 21045 
410-313-2455 
 

There is a same-day, walk-through process on Wednesday and Thursday from 1:00 to 
3:00pm for miscellaneous residential permits such as decks, additions, and interior 
alterations.  Other permits may take two or three weeks. 

 



 Before You Begin  

 47 
 

A 24-hour automated inspection and permit information system (410-313-3800) 
provides interactive access to inspection and permit information.   Using a touch-tone 
phone, you can check your permit status, request an inspection, check inspection 
results or cancel an inspection request. 

 

Be a good neighbor during construction 
Note that construction is allowed between 7 a.m. and 11 p.m. 

Every construction site is inspected at least once every two weeks for compliance with 
sediment control regulations. Additional inspections may be scheduled in response to 
citizens' concerns.  

 

Be aware of the dangers of lead-based paint 
You should fully inform yourself about lead-based paint hazards if you are undertaking 
a project that involves removing paint or breaking through painted surfaces in homes 
built before 1978.  Lead-based paint is poisonous and can be especially dangerous to 
small children and pregnant women. You must take the proper precautions to protect 
yourself and your family.  

• Protect yourself from breathing in lead dust. 
• Control the dust, so that it is easier to clean up afterwards. 
• Restrict access to the work area. 
• Afterwards, thoroughly clean all surfaces with a lead-specific 

detergent (such as tri-sodium phosphate). 
 

Owners of rental property built before 1950 must register the property with the 
Maryland Department of the Environment (MDE).  An inspection is required by MDE 
certified contractors.  Call 1-800-776-2706 or 410-631-4199 for a registration package.  
Information is also available on line at http://www.mde.state.md.us. 

For more information on working with lead-based paint, refer to the EPA booklet 
“Reducing Lead Hazards When Remodeling Your Home,” available in the reference 
section of the library. 
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. . . . . .. . . .  

 

Do I Need an Architect? 
 

 

An architect can provide helpful, and often essential, guidance when 
you are planning major improvements to your home or community. 
An architect’s expertise and contacts can open up a whole new world 
of options for your project. 

 

When should I consult an architect? 
Whether or not to consult an architect is purely a personal choice. You may want to 
hire one if you plan to make any changes that affect the structural integrity of the house 
or involve replacement of or significant changes to any of the major systems of the 
house, i.e., the mechanical, electrical, heating, or plumbing systems. For example, if 
you were planning an addition or a major renovation of your home, an architect’s 
advice might prove invaluable. Smaller projects can also benefit from the expertise of 
an architect.   

 

What kind of help can I expect from an architect? 
Architects are knowledgeable about building and safety codes.  They can tell you if the 
changes that you’re contemplating would be safe and executable and suggest 
alternatives. They can also direct you to competent specialized contractors and 
vendors. Because they are aware of new technologies and improved materials, they can 
provide you with options you many not have considered. Most architects are willing to 
negotiate their fee and will bill at an hourly rate for a consultation of a few hours. 

 

How do I choose an architect? 
You can ask for a recommendation from people you know or contact the Baltimore 
Chapter of the American Institute of Architects (AIA) at 410-625-2585 or 
http://www.aiabalt.com or check the yellow pages. Look for architects who have had 
formal schooling, have some experience, and are licensed to practice in Maryland.  
You may also want to ask if they are members of the AIA.  Finally, be sure to ask for 
and check references. 
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. . . . . .. . . .  

 

Choosing a Contractor 
 

 

Choosing a contractor may be one of the most important decisions 
you make in improving your property.  Selecting one carefully can 
require considerable time, paperwork, and diligent follow-up. 
However, your effort will result in a much higher quality of work and 
far fewer headaches.  

 

What information should I request from potential contractors? 
Before you hire a contractor, you should gather the following information: 

• the name of the firm and the owners 
• information on the company, e. g.,  

• How long has it been in business?   
• Has it done jobs like this before?  
• Has the owner had construction businesses under other 

names? 
• references from former clients, banks, suppliers, and 

subcontractors (depending on the size of the job) 
• copies of licenses and certificates of insurance 

 

What should I ask former customers? 
Although you may also have more specific questions that relate directly to the job, 
some basic questions to ask include: 

• Were you satisfied with work performed? 
• Was the job completed on time? 
• Were the workers competent and agreeable? 
• Did they clean up at the end of each day? 
• If problems arose, was the contractor receptive to discussion? 
• How would you rate the contractor’s overall performance on the 

job? 
• Would you hire the contractor again? 
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How should I verify business information? 
Check the business status of the contractor with: 

The Maryland Home Improvement Commission (MHIC) 
500 North Calvert Street, Third Floor 
Baltimore, Maryland 21202 
410-230-6309 or the web site at  
http://www.dllr.state.md.us  

 

You should also call the following offices to find out about any complaints that may 
have been filed against the company: 

 
Howard County Office of Consumer Affairs ________________________410-313-6420 
Better Business Bureau _______________________________________410-347-3990 

 

Are there any particular problems that I should be looking for as I check 
out contractors? 

The best way to avoid contractor problems is to be aware of situations that can increase 
the potential for problems.  These include: 

 
• Overextension:  This is caused by the contractor taking on more 

work and larger contracts than the firm can handle at one time 
based on the size of the staff and its financial resources.  

 
• Lack of proper financial management systems:  Some 

contractors may lump all proceeds into one common fund, 
borrowing from one job to finance another.  They may not 
maintain accurate balance sheets or cost records with which to 
analyze contracts in progress. Asking for and checking a bank 
reference and two supplier references may uncover this problem.  
Poor estimates are also a tip-off.  

 
• Lack of managerial know-how: Small-scale contractors and 

one-person firms are sometimes former foremen or 
superintendents. Even though they may know construction, some 
may not have strong business skills. Staff may be temporary and 
quality control poor.  Interviewing contractors and checking client 
references may uncover some of these problems.  

 
• Inadequate profit margins: These can be caused by severe 

competition, particularly among the smaller and newer concerns, 
or, more often, by inexperience in pricing work.  Some newer 
firms do not have a good handle on their internal overhead costs 
such as insurance, fringe benefits, sales costs, and downtime. 
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When a contractor bids exceptionally low, you may wish to check 
the company’s history and references more closely.  

 
• Technical inexperience:  Many marginal contractors take on new 

types of work with which they are unfamiliar.  Also, beware of a 
contracting firm proposing to have its own crews performing 
work in too many trades--the classic “jack of all 
trades and master of none” syndrome.  
Specialized trades such as masonry, drywall, 
painting and roofing are often best 
subcontracted.  When a contractor bids on a job, 
ask which trades he plans to subcontract.   

 
• Distractions: Some contractors get involved in 

other ventures such as real estate investments.  
This is less an issue with older, proven firms, but 
it is a warning sign with newer firms who are not 
“sticking to their knitting.”  In a neutral way, ask 
the contractor directly about the range of his firm 
or the principals’ other business ventures.  
Entrepreneurs of this sort are usually proud of 
their diverse ventures and tend to be expansive 
when asked.   

 

Finally, once you have chosen your contractor, read the contract carefully, making sure 
that it clearly spells out your agreement. You may also want to have a lawyer look at 
the contract before you sign it. 

 

 

For More Information 
 

Homeowners associations and homeowners who are planning large projects can obtain 
a detailed document on selecting qualified contractors from The Enterprise 
Foundation Resource Center at 410-772-2495. Ask for  “Forms Package: Qualifying 
Contractors for Single Family Rehabilitation Programs.” The packet includes an 
information disclosure authorization and sample questionnaires to send to former 
customers, banks, subcontractors, and suppliers.   

When choosing 
a contractor, ask 
for references.  
But don’t stop 
there!  
Verify the 
information you 
receive and 
check the 
references. 
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. . . . . .. . . .  

Dealing with Contractor Problems 
 

 

Even if you check out a contractor carefully, problems can arise. If 
you are unable to resolve the conflict, it is reassuring to know that 
there are agencies to turn to for help. 

 

 

I am not happy with my contractor’s work.  What should I do?  
The Maryland Attorney General’s Office website http://www.oag.state.md.us provides 
valuable consumer tips and advice on resolving disputes with merchants and 
contractors.  Also, check out the excellent publication on “The Art of Complaining 
Effectively,” at http://www.oag.state.md.us/consumer/edge95.htm. This document also 
includes a sample complaint letter. You can also call the Maryland Attorney 
General’s Office’s Consumer Hotline at 410-528-8662 to get advice or request 
written information. 

 
Despite my best efforts, I cannot resolve a problem with my contractor.  
What do I do now? 

 
If you have made a sincere effort to settle the complaint directly with the contractor, 
but still have not been able to reach a resolution, there are several agencies that will 
help mediate the problem.  Before you call, you should document, in writing, the 
problem and your efforts to resolve it. The following documentation will be necessary 
to pursue further action: 

• the name and address of the contractor 
• the contract or a description of the work that was to be performed 
• a description of the specific problem 
• copies of receipts, checks, and warranties  
• a record of your attempts to resolve the problem, e.g., telephone 

calls or letters  
• a plan for resolving the problem 
 

With this information in hand, contact any of the following organizations to help you 
resolve your problem. 
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The Better Business Bureau   
2100 Huntington Avenue 
Baltimore, Maryland 21211 
410-347-3990 
 

When a complaint is registered in writing, the BBB will assign a complaint specialist 
who will try to resolve the problem over the telephone.  Eighty six percent of 
complaints are resolved this way. 

If a complaint can’t be resolved over the telephone, the BBB sends the company a 
letter by registered mail, requesting a response within a specified time. Usually there is 
a response. 

If the company does not respond, the lack of response will be noted on record and the 
complaint specialist will contact the Maryland Home Improvement Commission. The 
complaint can also be referred to the Attorney General’s office. The BBB itself has no 
legal teeth.  

Although the service is free, there might be a charge for a complaint form.  However, 
you do not need a complaint form as long as the letter supplies all the details necessary 
to pursue the complaint. 

 
 
The Howard County Office of Consumer Affairs  
6751 Columbia Gateway Drive 
Columbia, Md. 21046   
410-313-6420 
 

The Howard County Office of Consumer Affairs will try to mediate the complaint.  If 
the contractor is licensed, the office will ask the contractor to make the repairs under 
warranty or try to get your money back.  If the contractor is unlicensed, the office can 
also issue a “cease and desist” order. 

For additional information please contact the number above or e-mail to 
shannan@co.ho.md.us. Also, you may find it helpful to visit the County’s web site at 
www.co.ho.md.us.  Under Departments, select Citizen Services, and then select Office 
of Consumer Affairs. 

 
 
The Maryland Home Improvement Commission (MHIC) 
500 N. Calvert Street, Third Floor 
Baltimore, Maryland 21202 
410-230-6309 
 

The MHIC will ask you to fill out a complaint form.  Then, the process depends on 
whether or not the contractor is licensed. 
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If the contractor is unlicensed:  

• MHIC can issue a cease-and-desist letter if the contractor agrees 
to restitution or some form of settlement.  This is the usual 
process for a first offense  

• Criminal or regulatory charges can be filed against the contractor. 
 

If the contractor is licensed: 
• The MHIC will assign an investigator within 2 to 3 weeks to 

mediate the problem. 
• If mediation does not resolve the problem, an inspector will 

conduct a site visit.  You should make sure that the inspector 
looks at everything that might be a problem. 

• A consultant can be hired to determine if there are violations. 
• If violations are found, the commission can conduct a formal 

hearing.  
 

If a homeowner wishes to make a claim for monetary damages, a separate claim form 
must be obtained from the Maryland Home Improvement Commission.
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. . . . . .. . . . 

Appendix A 
Howard County Community Associations 

 

The Department of Planning & Zoning maintains a more comprehensive listing of 
approximately 200 Homeowners and Condominium Associations.  There is a charge of 
$2.50 (subject to change) for the list. Requests must be in writing and include a check 
made payable to Director of Finance, Howard County.  For further information and to 
confirm the cost, please contact Kathleen Russ at 410-313-2350.  Send requests to: 

Department of Planning & Zoning 
Attention: Kathleen Russ  
3430 Court House Drive  
Ellicott City, MD 21043   

 

Columbia Village Associations       
 

Columbia Association    
10221 Wincopin Circle  
Columbia, MD 21044 

410-715-3000 
http://www.columbiaassociation.com 

Maggie Brown, President 
 
Dorsey’s Search 
4765 Dorsey Hall Drive  
Ellicott City, MD  21042 
410-730-4005 
dorseyssearch@columbiavillages.org  
Jackie Felker, Manager 
Roberta Entrop, Covenant Advisor 
 
Harper’s Choice 
5440 Old Tucker Row 
Columbia, MD 21044 
410-730-0770 
harperschoice@columbiavillages.org 
Wendy Tzuker, Manager 
Debbie Nix, Covenant Advisor 
 
 
 

Hickory Ridge 
6175 Sunny Spring 
Columbia, MD 21044 
410-730-7327 
hickoryridge@columbiavillages.org 
Jane Parrish, Manager 
Barbara Condron, Covenant Advisor 
 
Kings Contrivance 
7251 Eden Brook Drive 
Columbia, MD 21046 
410-381-9600 
kingscontrivance@columbiavillages.org 
Anne Dodd, Manager 
Stephanie Moore, Covenant Advisor 
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Long Reach 
8775 Cloudleap Court 
Columbia, MD  21045 
410-730-8113 
info@longreach.org 
Sarah Uphouse, Manager 
Sue Parker, Covenant Advisor 
 
Oakland Mills 
5851 Robert Oliver Place 
Columbia, MD  21045 
410-730-4610 
omca@connext.net 
Sandy Cederbaum, Manager 
Vacant, Covenant Advisor 
 
Owen Brown 
6800 Cradlerock Way 
Columbia, MD 21045 
410-381-0202 
obca@columbiavillages.org 
Ruth Bohse, Manager 
Phyllis Kepner, Covenant Advisor 
 
River Hill 
6020 Daybreak Circle 
Clarksville, MD  21029 
410-531-1749 
rhfacilities@columbiavillages.org 
Susan Smith, Manager 
Lisa Nylund, Covenant Advisor 
 
Town Center 
5430 Vantage Point 
Columbia, MD 21044 
410-730-4744 
towncenter@columbiavillages.org 
Patricia Laidig, Manager 
Rita Alexander, Covenant Advisor 
 
Wilde Lake 
10400 Cross Fox Lane 
Columbia, MD 21044 
410-730-3987 
wlca@columbiavillages.org 
Bernice Kish, Manager 
Joyce Purvis, Covenant Advisor 
 

Civic Organizations 
 
Allview/Arowhead Civic Association 
P.O. Box 245 
Simpsonville, MD 21150 
Mike Murphy 
410-715-5451 
 
Cedar Villa Heights Community 
Associations 
353 Britt Court 
Elkridge, MD 21075 
Neil Conley, President 
410-799-9596 
 
Donleigh Civic Association 
10222 Wesleigh Drive 
Columbia, MD  21046 
Ronald O. Vatalaro, President 
410-997-4487 
 
Greater Elkridge Community 
Association 
5790 Washington Blvd. 
Elkridge, MD 21075 
David Grabowski, President 
410-796-8112 
 
Ellicott City Business Association 
8000 Main Street 
Ellicott City, MD 21043 
Jared Spahn, President 
 
Gwynn Acres Civic Association 
9732 Riverside Circle 
Ellicott City, MD 21043 
Anne Von Lossberg, President 
410-465-3493 
 
Howard County Historical Society, Inc. 
10380 Route 108 
Ellicott City, MD 21042 
Dick Clark, President 
410-750-0370 (Library) 
410-461-1050 (Museum) 
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North Laurel Civic Association 
9707 Baltimore Avenue 
Laurel, MD 20723 
 
Sebring Civic Association, Inc. 
6125 Loventree Road 
Columbia, MD 21044 
Bruce Martin, President 
410-997-4212 
 
Western Howard County Preservation 
Association 
3777 Ivory Road 
Glenelg, MD 21737 
Sandra R. Kenney, President 
301-854-6704 
 
Jessup Improvement Association 
P.O. Box 183 
Jessup, MD 20794 
Gary Mauler, President 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 





 

  

  We want your comments!   
Do you have any suggestions to make this manual more useful? Is there anything 
missing?  What has worked—or not worked—for your community association?  We would 
like revisions of this handbook to reflect your ideas and experiences, so let us hear from 
you!  Also, please notify us of changes in your homeowners, condominium, or other 
association. We will then be able to keep you abreast of changes to this book and notify 
you of special programs of interest to your community. 

Mail to: 
Howard County Department of  
Housing and Community Development 
6751 Columbia Gateway Drive 
Third Floor 
Columbia, MD  21046 

 

 

Name of Association ____________________________________________________    
Number of Units _______________________________________________________              
Management Co. (if any) ________________________________________________                  
President _____________________________________________________________  
Phone Number ________________________________________________________  
Address ______________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________________   
____________________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________________  

E-Mail Address ________________________________________________________  
Web Site _____________________________________________________________  
Secretary_____________________________________________________________  
Phone Number ________________________________________________________  
Comments or Suggestions (Please feel free to add another sheet.) ________________  
____________________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________________  
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